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Abstract	
In many countries there is a shortage of quality teachers in areas of science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM).  One solution has been to encourage mid-career 
professionals in the area of STEM to become school teachers.  The transition of mid-
career professionals to science and mathematics teaching in schools is thus becoming a 
common phenomenon.  The assumption exists that their experiences and enthusiasm for 
their subject matter will inspire more students to achieve greater outcomes in school and 
to pursue careers in the sciences. Although the experiences of beginning teachers have 
been extensively studied for over half a century, there has been little research on career-
change teachers and the particular challenges that they face in becoming school teachers.  
These career-changers have constructed professional identities and are accustomed to 
working within a culture of collaboration and inquiry.  In contrast school cultures are 
quite different and often teaching is a lonely solitary affair with little opportunity for 
collegial relationships aimed at knowledge building in the context of teaching.  This 
research was a longitudinal study that followed 17 teachers from the commencement of 
teaching.  Most of these teachers left professional careers to become teachers.  Seven 
remained in teaching after three years.  
 
 
Keywords: beginning teachers, engineers, school culture, professional identity, career-
change teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paper presented at the American Education Research Association Annual Conference April 
27 - Wednesday, May 1 San Francisco, California  
2 
 
Background	
Jurisdictions around the world are pursuing policies of fast-tracking talented science 
graduates such as professional scientists and engineers into the teaching. Programs such as 
Teach for America, Teach First (UK) or Teach for Australia are controversial attempts to 
address shortages in mathematics and science by sending top science graduates into 
marginalised schools following short term teacher education courses.  The effectiveness of 
such programs have been questioned in the US as the performance of students taught by these 
teachers show less academic growth than students of regular beginning teachers (Darling-
Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin & Heilig, 2005; Laczko-Kerr & Berliner, 2002).   There are 
policy initiatives in many countries that draw on the assumption that mid-career professionals 
whose subject matter knowledge is substantial provide value to the teaching of science and 
mathematics in secondary school classrooms.  The assumption exists that their experiences 
and enthusiasm for their subject matter will inspire more students to achieve greater 
outcomes in school and to pursue careers in the sciences (e.g., Morris, 2000). Mayotte (2002) 
drawing on case study research goes further and argues that “career changers often bring an 
articulated sense of mission and agency, a strong sense of commitment, maturity and 
professionalism” (p. 681) .  Furthermore, she argues that individuals who change careers can 
bring to schools generic competencies such as the capacity to work within organisations and 
develop networks. These generic skills have been assumed to be of benefit to the school if it 
can recognise these attributes.   
The US National Research Council and the Office of Scientific and Engineering 
Personnel (OSEP) investigated the potential benefits of bringing more PhDs into the 
secondary schools and concluded that an effort to increase the number of PhDs in the schools 
will make a significant qualitative contribution to the improvement of science and 
mathematics education (Morris, 2000).   Following extensive interviews with professionals 
and teachers they found that up to 36% of science and mathematics PhDs have considered 
secondary teaching careers.  However, there was less than one percent currently employed by 
K-12 educational institutions. 
Although the experiences of beginning teachers have been extensively studied for 
over half a century, there has been limited research on career-change teachers who possess 
advanced qualifications and the particular challenges that they face in becoming school 
teachers.  Nevertheless, research on traditional beginning teachers who begin teacher training 
immediately or even mature age entrants provide some insights.  For example, motivation to 
become a teacher has been well documented. Both quantitative and qualitative research 
studies provide some insights into career change teachers’ motives.  Watt and Richardson 
(2008) in a quantitative study identified three types of beginning teachers, namely “highly 
engaged persisters”, “highly engaged switchers” and “lower engaged desisters” (p. 416).  As 
the descriptors suggest, highly engaged persisters were strongly motivated, saw eaching as a 
life ambition and worked at making the transition successful.  In contrast, lower engaged 
desisters were unsure about their decisions to become teachers, were less committed and 
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ultimately left teaching.  In a qualitative study, Crow, Levine and Nager (1990) examined the 
experiences of career changers at the preservice stage. They identified a reciprocal 
relationship among three components: (1) motives or factors initiating a career change, (2) 
mediating factors that constrain or facilitate interpretation of new experiences and (3) level of 
commitment.  They described three types not unlike those of Watt and Richardson of career 
changers: homecomers, converted and unconverted.  Homecomers were those who had 
contemplated a teaching career as an early option but followed another pathway. Hence, a 
career change was a move to what they had always wanted to do similar to Watt and 
Richardson’s highly engaged persisters. The converted represented those whose decision to 
change career was initiated by some critical event in their lives. They were seeking a career 
that was more meaningful than their current one. The unconverted also decided to pursue 
teaching because of disillusionment with their current careers but found the experiences of 
their preservice courses failed to engage them.  A significant finding of their study was that 
those career changers who drew on past experiences and “perceived continuity between past 
skills and present demands” (p. 218) were more successful in the transition. What emerges 
from these and other studies is an expectation that successful socialisation into teaching 
depends to some extent on the motives for becoming a teacher.  However, other factors might 
also be important. 
For many of these teachers who had been away from schools for as much as a 
generation, re-entering the school represents a type of border crossing from a professional life 
where often they were presumably highly respected to a new life where they were categorised 
as “beginning” teachers. Changing from a previous career and successful professional 
identity can represent an abrupt and unsettling experience.  As Bullough and Knowles (1990) 
postulated some 20 years ago, the greatest challenge to this transition was the extent that   
“prior career socialization and knowledge may exacerbate the difficulty of becoming a 
teacher and assuming a teacher role” (p. 102).  Not being welcomed in the new profession 
would suggest that even the most motivated career change teachers would become 
unconverted to use Crow et al.’s (1990) categorisation.  If the benefits of experience, maturity 
and expert knowledge are to be made available to schools as Chambers (2002) has suggested, 
there needs to be a better understanding of how to facilitate border crossing. Berry (2004), in 
summarising the literature up to 2004, noted that if teachers have a supportive administration, 
and good interaction with peers, they are less likely to leave the profession presumably 
because they have successfully socialised into the school culture.    
We argue that the culture of schooling may present significant socialisation 
challenges to career-changing professionals as they move from a culture characterised by 
collaboration to one of isolation. The aim of this paper is to explore the experiences from the 
perspective of boundary crossing between the cultures of the profession to that of teaching. 
This analysis is timely as jurisdictions around the world are pursuing policies of fast-tracking 
professional scientists and engineers into the teaching.   
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Theoretical	framework	
This study draws on perceived organisational support and organisational socialisation as a 
theoretical framework.  Perceived organisational support (POS) refers to employees’ 
perception concerning the extent to which the organisation values their contribution and cares 
about their well being (Eisenberger, Hungtington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986). Organisation 
socialisation (OS) is the process through which a new employee adapts from being an 
outsider to becoming and insider (e.g., Van Maanen, & Schein, 1979). Recent theorisation in 
organisational socialisation (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006) suggests a multi-level 
process where successful outcomes are progressively achieved at five levels of gradually 
increasing breadth: role performance (OS Level 1), extra role performance (OS Level 2), 
social cohesion (OS 3), internal stability (OS 4) and external representation (OS 5).  OS 
Level 1 is achieved if the work performance is considered satisfactory.  Acceptable 
performance for a beginning teacher at a formal level is to achieve a positive probation 
assessment by the principal.  Extra role performance (OS Level 2) is achieved through 
engagement in formal school activities with responsibility beyond the immediate role of 
classroom teacher.  Delegating some authority to the beginning teacher acknowledges his or 
competence thus meeting an important psychological need (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  OS Level 3 
– social cohesion – acknowledges achievement of a level of integration into the culture of the 
school adopting similar attitudes and acceptance of the norms and practices of that school.  In 
essence, the beginning teacher becomes part of a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). OS 
Level 4 – internal stability – reflects the degree of regular participation and satisfaction with 
the role.  Failure to achieve OS Level 4 is manifested through absenteeism and eventually 
termination in the role.  Finally, OS Level 5 is achieved when the beginning teacher takes on 
a role external to the school and becomes a representative of the school.  Evidence is 
accumulating that individuals attempt to achieve success in these dimensions if there is a 
perception that the organisation cares about their well being (e.g., Chen et al., 2009). 
Management theorists argue that the organisational culture is important in inducting 
and retaining new staff.  If the organisation values staff and provides support beyond that 
mandated by legal or financial responsibilities, a perception builds among staff that it cares 
about them. Rhodes and Eisenberger (2004) drawing on perceived organisation theory assert 
that “POS should produce a felt obligation to care about the organization’s welfare and to 
help the organization reach its objectives” (p. 699). Thus, neglecting to establish an 
organisation that values staff which socialises new recruits into the norms of practice of that 
organisation leads to high levels of dissatisfaction, poor attitudes to the organisation and high 
attrition.  As part of socialisation the new comer to teaching in crossing the boundary from 
one organisation or context to the new one has to realign his or her values, practices and in 
the case of career changes develop a new professional identity. Van Maanen and Schein 
(1979) proposed six tactics to support socialisation.  All are bipolar with community 
generated and institutionally embedded tactics (e.g., collective, formal, sequential, fixed, 
serial and investiture) at one extreme with the opposite being a custodial or ad hoc orientation 
process at the other extreme.  Institutionalised and community oriented tactics have been 
associated with higher levels of satisfaction and commitment by new comers (e.g., Cooper-
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Thomas & Anderson, 2006).  Although there is evidence to support these induction tactics 
much appears to be based on inexperienced new-comers whereas Cooper-Thomas, Anderson 
and Cash (2011) argue that experienced new-comers will rely more on their own experience 
and adjustment strategies.  It might therefore be expected that career-changing professionals 
entering teaching may take a more active role in socialising.  Although job satisfaction is an 
important outcome of successful socialisation, other factors are also important.  The career 
changer needs to adopt and prioritise their professional identity as a teacher and accept the 
role that a teacher plays in a school (Watters & Diezmann, 2012).  
Research on traditional beginning teachers shows that the first year of teaching seems 
to involve not just an extension or modification of beliefs and practices from their own school 
experiences but also a need to reconcile the experiences of teacher education courses that 
espouse new theories of education to develop entirely new perspective on schools and 
schooling (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Zeichner & Tabachnik, 
1981).  Beginning teachers need to fit into the organisational culture of the school. This 
adaptation may challenge career-change teachers who have strong professional identities 
integral to the culture of their former profession.  
Mid-career professionals face challenges that many younger beginning teachers do 
not.  The process of career change or transitioning from one social, cultural and economic 
location in life to another involves restructuring of personal and professional identities 
(Wilson & Deaney, 2010).  This break from a previous career can represent an abrupt and 
unsettling experience.  Many factors influence the reasons for change not least issues of 
redundancy in a previous career or dissatisfaction with the values and demands of their prior 
workplace (Watters, 2011). For them, teaching offers a promise of more meaningful work 
(Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Wilson & Deaney, 2010). Beginning teachers who leave school 
and immediately pursue a teacher education course are somewhat familiar with the culture of 
schools, the structure of schools, the curriculum, and in secondary schools, are of age close to 
the pupils they teach.  In contrast, career changes could have spent up to 30 years in a 
professional career and have lost insights into the contemporary practices and cultures of 
schools. Their most recent school experiences are often dim memories. 
From the perspective of an outsider, adapting to a new culture requires close 
observation and engagement with members of that culture. Schools have complex rituals of 
work, personal relationships, mores, shared values, rules, and moral codes of practices that 
define a unique culture (Maslowski, 2006).   Beginning with Lortie (1975) attempts have 
been made to characterise this culture.  Lortie (1975) claimed the culture of schools was 
characterised by three attributes.  The first, he described as presentism which saw teachers as 
being focussed in short term goals. The second was conservatism where teachers focus on 
small-scale classroom changes rather than whole-school changes, and the third was 
individualism which sees teachers as working in isolation learning little from colleagues’ 
practices.  Schoen and Teddlie (2008) have attempted to categorise the dimensions of school 
culture in terms of professional orientation, organisational structure, quality of the learning 
environment and the extent of student-centred focus.  Successful schools will be have clear 
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visions to establish long term goals that support the performance of staff and achieve best 
outcomes for students (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).  In whatever way the culture of a school is 
described, the effective school requires leadership that brings together principals, teachers, 
parents and students in a shared vision to achieve its goals and to support novice teachers to 
adopt that vision (Sergiovanni, 2005). However, not all schools are successful in achieving a 
shared vision and collegial culture, as Sparks (1991) declared “unlike other occupations, 
teaching does not seem to promote to any high degree a shared culture based on the 
movement of knowledge to experience in the company of others” (p. 8), conditions of 
acculturation to teaching can be difficult for new teachers.   
The focus of this study is on career change teachers who have been participants in a 
culture of their former professions of science and engineering. In contrast to teaching, there is 
less research exploring the cultures of the organisations in which science and mathematics is 
practiced. Notwithstanding the work of Latour and Woolgar (1979) whose ethnographic 
study of life in a laboratory depicted science as a cultural practice in which meaning is 
negotiated by communities of practitioners, there seems little research on the professional 
identity of scientists and mathematicians.  Professional scientists, mathematicians or 
engineers working in government or commercial organisations have affiliations with 
professional bodies where their abstract body of knowledge is valued. Although their 
organisations may have rules and procedures the quality of their work and their identity is 
often forged by their acceptance into the professional organisation located outside the 
employer organisation (Bucher & Stelling, 1969; Wallace, 1995). Professionals tend to be 
able to preserve their sense of autonomy and discretion over the work they do. The norms and 
practices of the professional organisations are characterised by collaboration, networking, 
discourse and partnerships.  Individuals work in teams in both geographical space and virtual 
space through conferencing and publication. 
 
Methods	
This paper reports on one aspect of a three-year longitudinal case study drawing on 
qualitative data (e.g., Yin, 2008).  The research design acknowledges that educational 
research is conducted in an open system with a myriad of influences, not a closed system 
solely affected by a treatment (e.g., House, 1991). Initially 17 beginning teachers volunteered 
to participate.  They included two PhD qualified research scientists, an agricultural scientist, 
two engineers, a former flying instructor, a medical scientist, an ICT technician, a business 
manager, a nutritionist, an ecologist, a farmer, and a forest scientist.  Ages ranged from 
approximately 30 years of age to early 50s.  All completed a one year post graduate Diploma 
of Education course at different teacher education faculties across the state.  Three of the 
participants were known to the researcher as these attended preservice education programs at 
the researcher’s institution. The number of participants remaining in the study at the end of 
the third year was seven. This paper focuses on these seven teachers.  A brief overview of the 
career history and context of each participant is given in Table 1.  
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Table 1 Surviving participants 
Name Approx age First Career Main Teaching 
Location1 
Focus subject 
Abi 35 Research Scientist Metropolitan, high SES 
high school 
Science 
Alice 22 School leaver Provincial parochial 
high school 
Mathematics 
Elizabeth 30 Farmer Rural district high 
school 
mathematics  
Jackie 35 medical scientist Urban low SES high 
school 
science 
Katie 33 Aeronautics Elite private girl’s high 
school 
science 
Natalie 40 Engineering Suburban high school mathematics 
Paul 30 ICT and 
multimedia 
technician 
Suburban primary 
school 
science 
1 Note: All teachers except Natalie and Katie relocated after their second year.  Abi was employed in several 
schools in the first six months of teaching but eventually settled in one school for the remainder of the study.  
Data	sources		
There were three data collection cycles over the three years of the study.  Data collection 
comprised in Year 1 four events: (1) an initial short (~20min) interview to obtain 
demographic and relevant personal data undertaken after two months of the teaching year, (2) 
at six months participants were interviewed using a semi-structured interview protocol 
adapted from the literature (Luft & Roehrig, 2007; Richardson & Simmons, 1994), (3) 
approximately 5 hours of teaching a single topic in a grade 8 or 9 class were videotaped by 
the teacher, and (4) a follow-up day-long interview was conducted approximately two weeks 
later. In theoretical terms, this process draws upon Schön’s (1988) concept of reflection-on-
action, to provide both the professional learning intervention and the method for empirical 
data collection to investigate the professional learning growth of the case study teachers.  In 
year two and three, more lessons were videotaped and further interview data were retrieved 
from a day-long debriefing session in which the same semi-structured interview protocols as 
used in year 1 were followed in addition to think-aloud reflections on the teaching.  Over the 
three years, a close professional relationship developed between the researcher and the 
participants to the extent that those who remained in the project were eager to participate and 
often shared anecdotal events by email. This prolonged engagement enhanced the 
trustworthiness of the data analysis. This paper focuses on primarily on interview data.   
Audio recordings from the extended interviews were transcribed verbatim. Transcripts 
were then analysed using the method of constant comparison.  Codes were assigned to 
individual utterances in an abductive manner. That is, codes emerged iteratively by assigning 
words or phrases that indicated meaning(s) to the utterance which were then revisited and 
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refined when further utterances with similar meanings were identified.  Codes were then 
grouped into broader themes that expressed theoretical frames.   
 
Results		
To begin, some description of the context of teaching is presented to assist in understanding 
the impact of the experiences and usefulness of the results to inform teacher education and 
induction policies.  As space precludes a detailed profile of each of the participants we will 
present two participants with diverse experiences. Natalie is representative of career change 
teachers who struggled to adapt to the school culture whereas Katie’s experiences were far 
more positive.     
 
Natalie 
Natalie (pseudonym) was employed on contract to teach mathematics in years 8-12 in a 
secondary high school.  Her previous employment had been as an engineer where she worked 
in the same firm for ten years prior to enrolling in the one-year teacher education program.   
 
Early in the first year of teaching she described her previous career in the following 
way: 
[As an Environmental Engineer] I worked really long hours and they [engineers] are 
very project based.   Environmental Engineering is to do with specialising hydrology 
and hydraulics so I worked with water, like water supply and sewerage and also...in 
sewerage it was a network…like network modelling of sewers which relies on um like 
flood, understanding of flood mitigation so um so hydrology is the term of that branch 
[of engineering]. 
 
As a project leader she was responsible for the success of the project and expressed a 
sense that she was a competent engineer. Engineering culture is characterised by team work 
and interaction with other engineers in pursuing common open-ended problems (e.g., 
Leonardi, 2001) a phenomenon she acknowledged in her experiences. The data confirmed 
that she was successful at four of the levels postulated by Cooper-Thomas and Anderson, 
(2006). Her perceptions revealed in the interview data strongly suggest that she had a sound 
professional identity as an engineer typical of professionals in industry (Van Maanen & 
Barley, 1984). 
In the early conversations with her about teaching, she reflected on how her 
engineering work experiences contrasted with the expectations of what was the norm in 
schools: 
In engineering, there’s so many open-ended questions and often there’s no right or 
wrong answer so what I have gained from my experience is really the open-ended 
nature of questions and don’t always think that you’re right or wrong, it might just be 
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the best solution available or the best for the time so I think the biggest thing is that 
things aren’t as black and white as they seem. (emphasis added) 
 
Although she admitted that her teacher education program had emphasised student 
centred approaches in reality teaching did not allow for these idealistic practices: 
I have to…I’ve got to tie in with this school really, I’ve got to learn what they do before 
I can start to implement maybe what I really believe so. 
 
However, she struggled with the basic content. The type of mathematics she was 
teaching she had not used since her own schooling. She felt she was out of her comfort zone 
and feelings of anxiety and tension grew: “- how do I teach algebra; I don't know.”  This 
sense of frustration with her ability to teach the school mathematics content continued over 
the three years. She had not successfully negotiated OS Level 1 – role performance.   
Opportunities for achieving a sense of success in OS Level 2 – extra role performance 
– was provided in year 2 when substantial staff movements brought in four new teachers 
whose specialist area was not mathematics.  Her new responsibility of being a mentor to them 
had the potential to contribute to her sense of success at OS Level 2 - extra role performance: 
This year, I've had to teach a lot of new teachers coming in.  I'm one of the 
knowledgeable ones but there's not enough teaching - it's been diluted too much, so 
there isn't enough core strength there.  
 
However, her lack of confidence in her own knowledge meant that she was ineffective 
in supporting new teachers and did not perceive herself as successful at OS Level 2.  She was 
somewhat sarcastic in describing herself as a “knowledgeable one”.  She was critical that the 
role was impossible as she had limited support and perceived a lack of competent 
mathematics teaching in the mathematics department.  She was also fairly critical of the 
school organisation as her engagement in this extra role was attributed to poor management.  
Attempts to negotiate relationships also were unsuccessful.  She reported that there 
was no formal induction program other than providing information to the group of beginning 
teachers about administrative processes. Therefore she sought support from individuals.  
Initially she identified four colleagues to whom she would pose questions that she had 
thought up each weekend to help her understand what to do during the following week. In the 
first year of the study she reported: 
I had so many questions and I was so lost, really to dump that [i.e. questions] on one 
person is a bit much I think, so what I’ve done, I’ve probably got four key teachers that 
I ask questions from…  I’ve enjoyed that like learning from them so that’s probably the 
positives and that’s what keeps me going really.  
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These interactions provided some social cohesion for her but in her second year it 
disintegrated:  
There's another guy that started out in IT but he's been in maths for a long time, …  I've 
noticed that he's hiding in his own classroom I think just because there's too much to do.  
…  There is one other senior maths teacher but she doesn't interact with the rest of the 
staff.  She has her own room, she stays quite isolated and she suffers from depression a 
bit, so she remains isolated.  I never really - we don't get to speak to her. 
 
Thus OS Level 3 – social cohesion – was not achieved as Natalie described the school at the 
end of the second year as “quite an isolating place really.  So the only people you really know 
are the ones in your staff room I suppose.”   
There was no opportunity to achieve a sense of success at OS Levels 4 and 5. The 
climate of the department showed lack of cohesion and stability and the complete absence of 
any sense of collaboration that would afford a beginning teacher any opportunity to socialise 
into the organisation.   
Natalie’s persistence would seem to be driven by family circumstances rather than the 
development of a professional teacher identity with a passion for teaching.  The experience 
reinforces the original conceptualisation of schools as cultures where teachers are isolated, 
are planning week by week and unwilling to explore new approaches such as complex 
problem solving in mathematics.  
 
Katie 
Katie was in her previous career an experienced flying instructor.  As a flying instructor she 
had to work with student pilots, air traffic controllers, liaise with airport administration and 
training college staff and carry with it a heavy weight of responsibility. She was also a single 
parent and completed her preservice teacher education part-time while balancing her 
professional career and child rearing.  She was appointed to an elite non-government all girls’ 
school in a provincial city.   
 
Her initial reflections on the early months of teaching revealed she was well aware of 
her situation and acknowledged that she needed to be proactive in coming to terms with the 
new role:  
Yeah, I’m really aware that I need to build my knowledge base, build my resource base, 
figure out the basic where things are kept, how you do things, reporting parent teacher 
communication.  There’s lots of learning that I’ve been doing this year.  But I’ve also 
been given a lot of leeway.  I’m on a timetable that gives me extra time. …I will get 
better at it and it will get easier as I figure out how to work smarter not harder.  
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In reflecting back on her initial experiences in the third year of teaching, Katie 
acknowledged that family matters were major concerns.  She confessed:  
In that first year I had lots of points where I thought can I sustain this? There was so 
much to do and my family found - my youngest was really quite young. Getting her to 
care was difficult. 
 
Although highly qualified in physics, drawing on that knowledge was not seen as a 
priority as she declared that there “isn’t a lot of time for anecdotal chat and because I’m still 
at the point in my teaching where everything I go through is pretty much pre-considered and 
time is of the essence in terms of making sure I tick all the boxes and get through all the 
material”.   
Katie was offered a permanent position at the conclusion of the first year which 
helped settle her family situation and gave her an improved sense of confidence or self-
efficacy: 
I had  … been given permanency, which meant that I knew that I had some security here 
and that helped and gave me confidence that things were going reasonably well, not 
necessarily, assuming that I was suddenly an excellent teacher or whatever, but that they 
were happy that I was worth sticking with, which was positive. 
 
In contrast to Natalie, Katie’s confidence, which continued to develop over the three 
years, indicated a high level of achievement at OS Level 1 – role performance.   
It is highly unusual for beginning teachers to be appointed in their first year of 
teaching to a senior (Years 11 or 12) class.  Furthermore, in this jurisdiction high stakes 
assessment is school based and moderated.  As an elite non-government school there was also 
high expectations by parents that the teaching in the senior school was of the highest quality.  
However, given the shortage of physics teachers she was allocated to a Year 11 physics class 
in her first year which she saw as recognition of her ability.  She was keen to teach this unit 
being aware of the responsibility:  “It’s a senior subject and highest stakes for the students, 
because I’m the only teacher doing it, because I’m responsible for all the lesson development 
or all the practical activities”. She was very pleased to be reallocated to that class in the 
following year “I got … Year 11 physics again, which was a huge plus because I knew I 
would be able to do something with a bit of experience”.  As a beginning teacher, assignment 
to a senior class is recognition of an extended role which she successfully navigated (OS 
Level 2).  
Several strategies and features indicated that she was supported to feel part of the 
school culture.  Senior staff would often join her class and co-teach, she had access to 
experienced staff who were willing to share experiences and mentor her, she had more 
opportunities than usual to visit other classes and observe colleagues, and she recognised the 
staff room as a friendly social environment.  She mused in one interview:  
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Yes.  Everybody knows everybody’s story, because it’s a very friendly - we’ve got our 
own staff room, so we come in, in the morning and we do the how are your kids going?  
How was your morning?  What’s up?  Everybody knows each other reasonably well.   
 
Indeed, the researcher on visiting the site was provided with refreshments and felt welcomed 
by all staff. 
The school also supported her at the beginning of the second year to attend a National 
Teachers conference which was particularly important given the introduction of a new 
national curriculum. It was clear from the interview that she was becoming familiar with 
national and state issues and the emergence of new initiatives, all of which were part of the 
normal discourses of the staff room.  There is clear evidence that she had achieved a level of 
integration into the culture of the school indicative of success at OS Level 3.    
Although confronting the challenge of balancing a stressful private life with two 
young children and concerned about this in the early years of teaching, it appeared that by the 
third year these had subsided and were not constraining her transition to teaching.  Her 
colleagues and administrative staff were sensitive to her situation thus providing support for 
her achievement of OS Level 4 a sense of job satisfaction and a collegial member of staff. 
Although she did not assume any major external role (OS Level 5), she clearly had 
successfully crossed from the role of flying instructor to teacher.   
Overview of other participants 
Table 2 depicts the extent to which each of the participants who remained in the 
profession for three years achieved a successful transition to teaching based on the level of 
organisational socialisation achieved.  Although all where highly competent in their 
professional fields, most struggled with the conceptual knowledge needed for teaching at the 
junior level and particularly with the more general pedagogical understandings of class 
management.  Natalie expressed the least confidence. While Katie frequently acknowledged 
her limitations she was proactive in addressing her limitations.  Abi was highly competent in 
both her content and pedagogical knowledge and worked well with the students but struggled 
in building cohesive relationships (OS Level 3) and a sense of satisfaction with teaching (OS 
Level 4).   Jackie’s school was a difficult context with poor student management strategies 
and a dysfunctional staffroom. She struggled with classroom management although her 
knowledge of the required content was good. However, she also assumed a key role in 
teaching senior biology where she excelled. However, her acceptance of this position was not 
well accepted by colleagues who critiqued her innovative ideas. She did not perceive that the 
school provided her with support. She eventually left the school at the end of the second year 
for a position interstate in a senior years 11 and 12 government college where she appeared to 
settle and successfully negotiate the transition from a professional scientist to teacher.   
Evidence can be presented that most of the beginning teachers who had a professional 
background struggled with socialisation although there were exceptions.  Few perceived that 
the schools were welcoming or provided the level of support they expected.  One of the 
exceptions was Katie.  Katie came from a teaching position in aviation and adapted well, 
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whereas Natalie had no previous teaching experience as an engineer and struggled to adapt. 
Thus, one might argue that the distance travelled in transiting from one profession to another 
was very different for each participant. However, all the participants had expressed some 
early career interest in teaching or saw teaching as part of their first professional occupation.  
For instance, Abi as a postgraduate student tutored undergraduates.  Jackie was responsible 
for inducting and training laboratory technicians who worked in her pathology laboratory. 
Paul was an ICT specialist and supported other staff in learning to use the technology.   
Paul, a middle school trained teacher was initially placed in a Year 4 class.  He 
immediately sensed a high level of support and was early on keen to take on extra roles such 
as grade level coordinator and science coordinator.  Alice was employed in a Catholic High 
School which had a well organised induction program and a culture of close social 
networking among staff.  Although she moved schools after two years to be closer to family, 
she remained within that particular school sector being highly committed to its principles. 
Elizabeth taught in a rural town where there was strong community support and involvement 
and positive staff relationships.   
 
Table 2: Achievement of outcomes 
Name OS1* OS2 OS3 OS4 OS5 Outcomes 
Abi      Attempting to leave secondary teaching 
Alice      Socialised and settled although moved 
schools 
Elizabeth      Socialised and settled 
Jackie      Left the school to take a position at a 
senior college 
Katie      Socialised and settled 
Natalie      Served a two year contract and relocated to 
another school. 
Paul      Socialised and settled chose to transfer to 
a rural school 
*Note See text for description of levels of outcomes.  
 
Discussion	
In this study we looked at a special cohort of beginning teachers who had changed careers 
from a practitioner of science, technology or mathematics to a teacher of these disciplines.   
The experiences of these teachers were examined through the lenses of organisational 
theories (Eisenberger, et al., 1986; Van Maanen, & Schein, 1979.  This perspective sees 
schools as organisations that ideally possess cultures that are caring and personalised.  The 
characteristics of successful schools are clustered around communities of learners where staff 
are supported to implement their passion for teaching.  Teachers, especially beginning 
teachers, need to feel that the organisation is supportive.  Part of that support is the help 
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provided to develop a perspective to interpret one's experiences in the organisation.  That is, 
be socialised.  Many career changers have come from professions where they have had to 
work in collegial relationships but might also have been in organisations where they were 
dissatisfied with the level of support and were looking to teaching as a more supportive 
culture.  Nevertheless, for them becoming a teacher is an anxiety producing situation. These 
border-crosses have to unlearn the social norms of their old organisations and replace them 
with an understanding of the norms of the new organisation of schools.  Organisation 
socialisation theory suggests that they are more or less motivated to reduce this anxiety by 
learning the functional and social requirements of their newly assumed role as quickly as 
possible (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Our expectation was that schools would value their 
rich experiences and their expertise and hence provide the opportunities for socialisation to 
occur.  Such opportunities involve colleagues at all levels supporting and guiding the new 
individual in learning the new role and developing the capacity to make a unique contribution 
drawing on their skills and expertise. 
Our experience in this project suggests that when schools did not differentiate 
between these career changers and regular beginning teachers, the career change teachers 
became disillusioned and left the profession within three years.  The evidence presented here 
suggests that few of these experienced career changers were provided with opportunities to 
draw on their experience in other organisations.  Career changers make considerable 
sacrifices in leaving one career to be retrained in a second.  Most are optimistic that they have 
made the right decision and look forward to a productive teaching career.   Unless schools are 
proactive in providing support for staff and are perceived to be supportive of staff, 
dissatisfaction and attrition will follow.  The education system and the individuals are losers.   
Preservice teacher education programs, induction programs run in schools and 
attitudes of Principals or Departmental Heads fail to recognise the special challenges that 
confront these career-change teachers.  Knowing specifically what to teach and being 
recognised for the experience they bring by being provided with extra-role opportunities 
would appear to be significant incentives to persist with teaching.  However, as perceived 
organisational support would suggest these are achieved when there is strong social support. 
If their professional knowledge and real-world experiences are to be valued, strategies are 
needed to support their transition to teacher and socialisation into the culture of schools.   
This research provides important support to the literature base on the socialization of 
career-change professionals into education. Van Maanen and Schein (1979) proposed a range 
of tactical strategies to support socialisation. These strategies included:  
 
1) Collective vs. individual socialisation processes 
2) Formal vs. informal socialisation processes 
3) Sequential vs. random steps in the socialisation process 
4) Fixed vs. variable socialisation processes 
5) Serial vs. disjunctive socialisation processes 
6) Investiture vs. divestiture socialisation processes 
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Collective processes would involve all beginning teachers inducted as a homogeneous 
group.  This may be counterproductive to career change teachers who have unique anxieties 
and face different challenges in socialisation.  They are usually experienced in the 
micropolitics of organisations and values of their former organisations and need to unlearn 
some of these.  Individualised socialisation processes akin to an apprenticeship with a senior 
mentor may prove more valuable.  Katie and Elizabeth’s experiences were exceptional 
among the group in that they had strong mentors and role models.  
Beginning teachers experience formal socialisation experiences as they are required to 
complete a teacher training program. However, it often does not end at graduation as the 
beginning teacher is labelled and treated as a separate cohort often being exposed to formal 
induction programs which attempt to establish norms of practice expected in the school. 
When these are organised at district level there is little consideration of the individual 
requirements of socialising into individual school cultures and contexts.  The informal 
process requires the beginning teacher to seek out a mentor but provides a strategy to join the 
community of the particular school where she or he is located.  Abi and Natalie attempted to 
adopt this pathway with Abi particularly critical of the district organised induction programs. 
Most beginning teachers are assigned to low risk classes. That is, they rarely get the 
opportunity to teach high stakes classes such as Years 11 and 12.  That is, within the 
hierarchy of the school or department they are positioned at the bottom with limited 
expectations of their capability. This lower demand process allows them to slowly socialise 
into the school without potentially upsetting the existing hierarchies.   As the years pass they 
get more prestigious or more senior classes to teach. For less experiences teachers this might 
be a reasonable strategy to help them not only socialise but to learn on the job.  For 
experienced career changers it can represent a rejection of their expertise and exacerbating a 
feeling of incompetence.  Katie’s experience of being assigned to a Year 11 physics class was 
for her an important efficacy building experience and helped her to establish credibility and 
relationships. In contrast, Natalie although experienced in mathematics was replaced in a 
senior class by an established biology teacher transferring into the school from a remote 
region.  
Fixed and variable socialisation processes reflect timetable strategies for socialisation.  
Fixed socialisation processes provide a beginner with the precise knowledge of the time and 
pathway that they will need to follow to achieve within the organisation.  The contrast 
between Paul and Jackie is illustrative.  Paul was advised that to be promoted he would need 
to transfer to a school in a remote town.  He took this advice and after two years sought a 
transfer to a small isolated country town some 600km from his current metropolitan school.  
Jackie received limited advice and although if she had succeeded in the difficult school where 
she was located would have benefited in terms of promotion she opted to move to a senior 
college in another state. Experience of receiving clear career development advice was not 
featured in the stories of these participating teachers.  
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A serial socialisation process is one in which established members of the organisation 
groom newcomers.  When newcomers are not following the footsteps of immediate or recent 
predecessors, and when no role models are available to recruits to inform them as to how they 
are to proceed in the new role, the socialisation process is a disjunctive one. Abi, for example, 
was assigned to three schools in her first year of teaching.  In both the first two schools she 
experienced negative reactions from peers who either displayed inappropriate professional 
attitudes to teaching or were suspicious of why an experienced research scientist would want 
to go teaching. She lacked an appropriate role model a situation which continued in the third 
school but compensated for by other support strategies.  
In an investiture process the organisation acknowledges the attributes of the new 
person and takes advantage of their skills, values, and attitudes. Katie in particular is an 
example of a career change teacher whose skills and experience were valued.  Similarly, 
Alice whose background experiences included advanced religious education studies aligned 
with the goals of her Catholic school.  However, most of the career changers experienced 
divestiture socialisation practices as their experiences were ignored by senior staff.  
Although these processes were proposed some 35 years ago by Van Maanen and 
Schein (1979) they still appear to be important strategies and provide explanations of the high 
attrition rate among beginning teachers especially those crossing from other careers.  The 
schools involved in this study at least from the perspective of the participants had few 
effective processes in place to achieve socialisation.   
In this paper we have focussed on career changers socialising within the community 
of teachers within schools and not considered the need that beginning teachers have to build 
professional relationships with students. Teacher education is a continuum beginning when 
the prospective teacher first enters a classroom at age 5.  Prospective teachers bring with 
them up to 13 years of classroom experiences.  If they attended school a generation or more 
before becoming a teacher, their experiences do not reflect the practices of contemporary 
schools, let alone the behaviours and interests of 21st Century students (Damani, 2011).  
There is a generation gap in which older career change teachers may be unfamiliar with the 
characteristics, technological skills and dispositions of the youth.   This contributes a further 
challenge in crossing borders from one organisational and professional culture to another.  
This paper has outlined the experiences of one group of teachers and thus hopefully will raise 
awareness of the issues they confronted.  Teacher education formally begins with preservice 
training in a university setting.  Courses vary in length for those with existing degrees but 
generally are limited to two semesters.  Experience in practicum is short and student teachers 
are treated as homogeneous cohorts irrespective of age, qualifications or motivations.  Those 
who survive the preservice program and enter schools are confronted with a range of 
experiences.  The highly engaged, homecomers or converted are still optimistic about their 
future. The likelihood of them persisting and becoming successful teachers or desisting and 
leaving the profession in the early years will depend on the tactical strategies adopted by 
schools to socialise these recruits.   
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